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From July 6-9, US Commerce Secretary Ronald Brown attended a four-day conference in Venezuela
on the development of new telecommunications technology, marking the first time a cabinet
secretary has visited Latin America since President Bill Clinton took office in January. Brown who
met with a host of Latin American officials at the conference to discuss the future of US trade
relations stressed the Clinton administration's commitment to economic integration throughout the
hemisphere. He promised to launch a public "offensive" in the second half of this year to secure
ratification of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which would pave the way
for free trade accords with most other Latin American countries after 1994. After President Clinton
took office last January, many Latin American governments feared that the new administration
might be less committed to regional integration than Clinton's predecessor, George Bush, who
in 1990 proposed the watershed Enterprise for the America's Initiative (EAI). Although Clinton
officials publicly affirmed their commitment to the EAI which calls for the establishment of a
hemisphere-wide free trade zone that would eventually stretch from Alaska to Argentina the
Clinton government took little concrete action during its first four months in office to push the EAI
forward. Moreover, growing "protectionist" tendencies in the US and other advanced industrialized
countries raised concern that the push for global free trade could be endangered. In particular,
the US's heated disagreements with Japan over that country's trade surplus, plus disputes with
the European Economic Community (EEC) over agricultural and industrial subsidies, spurred
fears that the Uruguay Round negotiations in the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT)
could break down altogether. At the annual assembly of the Inter-American Development Bank
(IDB) in early April, for example, Latin American heads of state and leading economic officials
harshly criticized the Clinton administration's trade policies, and appealed to the US to reaffirm
its commitment to the EAI. "We hope that Clinton's policies will follow the same path as the
Bush administration towards Latin America, but so far, the Clinton government does not seem
to have any specific policy towards us," said then-Venezuelan president Carlos Andres Perez.
"Moreover, we are concerned over some signs which have emerged, such as trade disagreements
with the EEC that could unfortunately set back the Uruguay Round negotiations. Any delay in those
negotiations is particularly disturbing to small countries such as Venezuela, since the Uruguay
Round is indispensable to assure our international trade." Others warned the US that it has a
limited amount of time to draw up effective policies toward the region, since most Latin American
countries will seek trade accords with US competitors if the US does not soon take advantage of the
trade opportunities offered by the opening of Latin America's economies. "After applying severe
structural adjustment policies, Latin America needs to move on to the next stage to compensate for
its efforts," said Chilean Treasury Minister Alejandro Foxley, a key architect of Chile's economic
reforms. "Unless the US draws up effective trade programs, the US's integration initiative will just
become another failed US policy toward Latin America that will only generate frustration. We will
not sit around with our arms crossed, since we can find promising trade partners in other regions,
such as the Pacific Basin." Since May, however, the Clinton administration has made a concerted
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effort not just to demonstrate its commitment to strengthening commercial ties with Latin America,
but to pushing global and regional trade initiatives forward. On May 3, top-level US foreign policy
makers delivered a series of major speeches to the Council of the Americas in Washington which
stressed, in no uncertain terms, the Clinton administration's decision to forge the hemisphere-wide
free trade zone outlined in the EAI (see Chronicle 05/13/93). "Today the Americas are vital to our
international economic strategy," said deputy Secretary of State Clifton Wharton. "No region in the
world is doing more to liberalize trade with us and no region is better suited to join us in economic
partnership than Latin America...Let there be no doubt: we will build a hemisphere of free trade."
At the same time, new efforts by the US to sign accords in the Uruguay Round and resolve its trade
differences with the EEC and Japan are particularly encouraging to Latin American countries, which
have made dramatic appeals since April to end protectionism to pave the way for the conclusion
of GATT negotiations this year (see Chronicle 04/01/93). In June, the US Congress renewed the
Clinton administration's "fast track" authority to negotiate trade agreements in the Uruguay Round
before April 16, 1994. Then, at the "Group of Seven" (G-7) annual summit in Tokyo July 7-9, the
world's seven industrial giants signed a "market access" agreement to substantially reduce tariffs
on manufactured goods. Although the accord sidesteps the controversial issues of agricultural
subsidies and financial services which are the central obstacles in the Uruguay Round the market
access pact was hailed as a major breakthrough that could encourage more rapid progress in the
coming months, and possibly pave the way for a final global accord by year-end. Moreover, the
US and Japan also signed a "framework agreement" at the G-7 summit that commits both sides
to negotiations to reduce Japan's trade surplus with the US seen as well as a breakthrough that
should soften global trade tensions. Against that backdrop, the US is now turning its attention to
trade agreements in Latin America. The Commerce Secretary used his participation at the fourday telecommunications conference in Venezuela to initiate preliminary talks with some countries
over future free trade negotiations, and to publicly assure Latin American governments that the
Clinton administration will adamantly pursue trade accords in the coming months. "My presence
here represents a statement by President Clinton and his administration that Latin America is
important to the US in political terms, and is a vibrant region on the economic front," said Brown at
the conference. "I hope my visit sends a clear message that this administration will be particularly
active in pursuing relations with Latin America. This region is and will continue to be a priority
to President Bill Clinton." According to Brown, Latin America forms a cornerstone in the Clinton
administration's efforts to revamp the US economy, since economic reactivation will depend
largely on an increase in US exports, and Latin America is the world's fastest growing market for
US goods and services. Although total US exports worldwide grew by 6% last year, US sales to
Latin America grew by 17%. Brown estimates that over the last five years, US exports south of the
border grew by an annual average of 16.5%. In fact, US officials and economists say that recent
economic upswings in the some states in the southern US especially Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, and
Florida are largely due to a boom in exports to Latin America. "A surge in tourism and solid gains
in exports to Latin America are keeping Florida's economy going," Erdal Donmez an economist for
the city of Miami recently told the New York Times. As a result, Brown emphasized that as soon
as NAFTA is approved by Congress, the US will immediately begin free trade negotiations with
other South American countries to join the trade agreement. Indeed, during his stay in Venezuela,
Brown delivered an address to Venezuela's American Chamber of Commerce (Camara Venzolana
Americana de Comercio, Venamcham) tiled "Beyond NAFTA," in which he announced that
Chile, Argentina, and Venezuela in that order are the next three targeted countries for free trade
negotiations. "The idea is to extend the free trade zone until it includes the entire hemisphere,"
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 4

LADB Article Id: 057507
ISSN: 1060-4189

said Brown. "The US has already defined which countries will be the next ones to incorporate into
the NAFTA Chile, Argentina, and Venezuela given the noticeable advances they have made in
modernizing and opening their economies. The faster regional integration moves forward, the
greater the benefits for all countries involved in terms of economic growth, development, and the
creation of new sources of employment and improved living standards." Despite the emphasis
on those three nations, at the conference Brown also discussed future free trade negotiations with
other countries. For example, according to Colombian Communications Minister William Jaramillo
who met with Brown in Venezuela the US Commerce Secretary promised to visit Colombia soon
to begin talks over that country's incorporation into NAFTA, which Colombia formally requested
in early June. Reinforcing Brown's promises, in June a committee in the House of Representatives
approved US$75 billion for a new Multilateral Investment Fund for Latin America, according to
the Inter Press Service. The Fund which the Bush administration had originally proposed to set
up as part of the EAI would provide loans to reinforce structural adjustment throughout Latin
America, and channel credit to domestic and foreign investors to strengthen the private sector.
Throughout his visit, however, Brown stressed that no new free trade accords independent of the
NAFTA would be considered. Rather, the US will invoke NAFTA's accession clause (article 2205)
to allow other countries or groups of countries to incorporate into the North American agreement.
"We want to expand the NAFTA, rather than sign a series of individual accords," said Brown.
"Once NAFTA is ratified, all potential new partners will be able to immediately negotiate their
adhesion to the trilateral pact." Consequently, all future free trade accords hinge on NAFTA
approval in Congress. Brown and other US officials say that the Clinton administration is planning
a legislative and publicity "offensive" for the coming weeks to win support for treaty ratification.
"Our administration will carry out a very aggressive push for ratification, and I am sure that we
will achieve it," promised Brown. By August, President Clinton is expected to name an interagency coordinator to guide NAFTA through Congress. The coordinator would especially work
with key members of the House of Representatives, where the treaty faces substantial opposition. In
addition, Clinton will appoint a special communications official to direct a propaganda blitz aimed
at building public support for NAFTA. US officials say that negotiations with Canada and Mexico on
parallel accords to offset some of the negative effects of the treaty should be completed in August.
Since March, the three countries have held regular tripartite conferences to draw up measures to
protect the environment, buffer an expected loss of jobs in the US as companies relocate to Mexico,
and guard against a sudden flood of imports from the US's trade partners. If the parallel accords
which would be approved simultaneously to NAFTA in order not to alter the original text of the
treaty are concluded in August as planned, then the NAFTA bill would likely enter Congress for
review by mid- September at the latest, according to US economists closely following the tripartite
talks. That, in turn, would allow the treaty to be approved by year-end, ideally permitting NAFTA
to take effect on Jan. 1, 1994, as scheduled. Moreover, US officials confidently predict that by
August they will resolve a ruling by a US federal judge that requires the Clinton administration
to submit an environmental impact statement (EIS) before sending the treaty to Congress (see
Chronicle 07/08/93). The US Justice Department has asked an appeals court to conduct a quick
review of the issue, arguing that the affair has "prompted uncertainty among US trade partners
and members of Congress concerning the president's ability to proceed with pending and sensitive
international trade negotiations." Should the appeals court uphold the federal judge's ruling,
Clinton administration officials say they could still rapidly compile the required statement. "Even
if the ruling is sustained, NAFTA will not be delayed, because almost all the work for that kind of
EIS has already been done," said Vice President Al Gore. Finally, even if congressional approval
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is delayed beyond the January target date, the US is still expected to aggressively pursue NAFTA
and other regional free trade agreements after 1994, given the growing importance of trade with
Mexico and other Latin American countries. Indeed, even without NAFTA, Mexico is already the
US's fastest growing export market, accounting for about 45% of all US trade with Latin America.
Between 1986, when Mexico began lowering its tariffs, and 1992, US exports to Mexico jumped 230%.
In early July, some 2,000 US executives attended a Chicago convention on business opportunities in
Mexico, and most affirmed they have long-term plans to invest there regardless of whether or not
NAFTA is approved. "With or without NAFTA, it's almost a free market anyway," said Charles Lutz,
real estate manager for Xerox Corporation. [Sources: El Financiero Internacional (Mexico), 05/03/93;
Deutsche Presse Agentur, 05/20/93; Spanish news service EFE, 03/26/93, 03/30/93, 04/28/93, 04/29/93,
05/18/93, 05/19/93, 06/02/93; Inter Press Service, 06/08/93, 06/10/93; Agence France-Presse, 03/25/93,
03/27/93, 03/28/93, 03/30/93, 04/29/93, 05/23/93, 06/14/93, 07/02/93, 07/05/93, 07/08/93, 07/09/93;
Inter- American Trade Monitor, 07/09/93; Notimex, 04/04/93, 04/19/93, 05/19/93, 05/27/93, 06/01/93,
07/07/93, 07/08/93, 07/12/93; New York Times, 03/30/93, 06/10/93, 06/18/93, 06/23/93, 07/07- 10/93,
07/12/93, 07/13/93]
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